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Witness
Chibuike Ojilere CSSp

PHILIPPINES

L

The Groundbreaking of the
Spiritan Formation House
in the Philippines

S

unday, February 5, 2006 marked a great milestone in the life of the Spiritan Community in the Far East, and indeed, in the growth of the whole Congregation. More than
300 people joined the Spiritans in the Philippines for the groundbreaking of our first
formation house in the continent. Among the many signs of hope and blessing was the
participation of our “aspirants”, those Filipino men who have already begun the discernment process of early religious formation. In the near future, God willing, this will be
where they live for their postulancy and novitiate. We have been here for only eight years,
but it is time to put down Spiritan roots in the heart of the wonderful Filipino people.
Perched high on a hilltop, surrounded by lush vegetation and various fruit trees, and
naturally cooled by the midmorning breeze, the Apostolic Administrator of the Diocese
of Iligan, Msgr. Ramon Fruto, CSsR, presided at the Eucharist, assisted by the director of
the local Franciscan formation program, and the Spiritan Fathers Martin Okafor-Ilozue
(Nigeria), the Superior; Chibuike Ojilere (Nigeria), Jean-Marie Bassok (Cameroon),
Filbert Chundu (Tanzania), Raymond Ugwu (Nigeria), and Daniel Sormani (USA).
Fr. Martin recently completed a year of preparation in Ireland for his role as Director of
Novices and Fr. Henri Medjo Mvomo (Cameroon) will be Director of Postulants.
The land itself was donated, as was all the food and drink at the celebration. So many
people whose lives have been touched by the Spiritan presence in the Philippines gave
generously to make the great day possible. Building has already begun, and friends have
begun to pledge to work not only towards its completion, but to its maintenance and development. We Spiritans were overwhelmed by the show of love and support on all levels
from the wealthy and the poor, the young and the old, the city and the country folks.
How eagerly we anticipate our future Filipino Spiritan confreres joining us in mission
works. And God willing Taiwanese, Chinese and Vietnamese vocations will follow.
Welcoming all people into our community, learning from them, adapting to the local
life and incorporating it into who we are, are just some of the ways we in the Philippines
are living out the vision of Libermann.
The seeds sown on this fertile Philippine soil are beginning to grow. ■
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ife is tough but mission can be
tougher. I was ordained to the priesthood in Nigeria on July 8, 2000. Before I could say ‘Eureka’ God catapulted
me out of Africa into Asia. Having to leave
home a few weeks after ordination was not
funny at all.
Six years later, mission among Filipinos
remains a profoundly witness-filled experience. By simply being with them, loving
them and, indispensably, learning from
them I have encountered them at the levels
of their faith and culture. I have discovered
how they experience God while sharing
how I, as an African and a Spiritan, experience the Lord.

Witness to Filipinos
Language helps me to permeate the
heart of the Filipinos. Having to ‘master’ in
six months the local language — Cebuano
(or Bisaya) — was quite fulfilling for me
but amazing to the people. And having
later to learn the national language —
Tagalog — all on my own gives me joy and
makes me feel as if I am a Filipino. Further,
to have fallen in love with and learnt (and
continue to learn) Spanish makes me more
at home among Filipinos and more accepted by the Filipino people. With these three
languages, difficult as they definitely are, I
have been able to communicate and relate
perfectly well. When in the community
of Southern and Central Filipinos my
Cebuano prowess breaks the ice. When
with Filipinos from the North or when it is
time to speak ‘nationally’, my Tagalog does
the magic. When in the midst of the ‘living
ancestors’ who cherish the three centuries
of Spanish colonization, my “little Spanish” clicks in perfectly well. With these, the
sometimes xenophobic Filipinos happily
co-opt me into their lives.
Within six years I have worked in various
ministries: from pastor in a mountain
parish, where I have to travel 14kms to get
drinking water and hike for a good seven
hours to reach an outstation, to pastor in
two different city parishes, where you meet
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in Northern Mindanao
the ‘head people’ who will always critically
analyze and try to re-interpret every word
you utter on the pulpit; to prison ministry,
where working with crime victims as well as
their families remains an onerous task; to
working as vocation coordinator for the
very nascent but promising Spiritan formation program, where you have to work extra
hard to convince today’s youth of the importance of religious vocation; and finally to
campus ministry, where accompanying 21st
century Filipino youths can be an ordeal.
Presently, I work fulltime as coordinator of
prison pastoral care in the diocese of Iligan,
while remaining committed to my work as
vocation coordinator of the Spiritans.
Outside the church, I have also witnessed to Filipinos through my contact with
Kiwanis International, a global organization of volunteers dedicated to changing
the world, one child and one community at
a time. I see in Kiwanis an extension of my
Spiritanness. The Kiwanis motto — serving
the children of the world — remains for me
a mission that Libermann and Poullart des
Places would be proud to encourage. In
December 2001, I was inducted as member
of the Kiwanis family. While still a pastor
in a mountain parish, I collaborated with
Kiwanis to bring life and hope to hundreds
of Filipinos. In 2003-2004, I served as
president of Kiwanis Club of Industrial

City, Iligan. During my administration, I
further spearheaded many Kiwanis
humanitarian projects wherein food, clothing, shelter, education and healthcare were
provided for thousands of poor rural children and families in and around Iligan city.
By 2005 I got Kiwanis International Distinguished Club President Award. Amid my
unworthiness, I continue till this day to do
my best.

Witness from Filipinos
Filipinos have also touched me and continue to inspire my everyday life. The Filipino hospitality thrills me. The smile that
beams from the face of every Filipino I meet
on the street is indeed inspiring. The generosity of even the poorest Filipino person is
simply amazing, a generosity I see in gifts
received, in people’s readiness to hike with
me for hours to visit an outstation and in invitations to meals during fiestas, birthdays,
marriages and so on. Even the Filipino simplicity of lifestyle and spirit of “don’t worry,
be happy” teach me a lot. Further, the high
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Filipino respect I get for just being pari
(priest), challenges my sense of the sacred.
Even in the midst of Muslim-Christian
tension in Mindanao, the friendliness from
the Muslim community overwhelms me.
Indeed, many Filipinos continue to touch
the very core of my being.

Witness within a
Spiritan community
The simple truth is: you can exist in an
international community but it takes a lot
for you to live in it. In the past six years, I
have lived in community with Irish, Brazilian, Lebanese-American, Nigerian, Malagasy, Cameroonian, and Tanzanian
confreres. Frankly, it has been a ‘mixed experience’ of sometimes been appreciated
and sometimes criticized, sometimes accepted and sometimes rejected, sometimes
understood and sometimes misunderstood. My four years encounter with different personalities, nationalities and cultures
within the Spiritan Seminary community
in Nigeria really prepared me for a life in
an international community in a foreign
land. To exist in a community demands
breaking down the barriers that hold us in
and keep others out.
In all, my whole experience as a young
African working in the Philippines remains
a typical rite of passage. It has been an adventure from homeland to wonderland to
newfoundland. In my homeland, I felt safe
and secure. In wonderland, as for Alice,
there was nothing familiar and I felt
estranged. But, unlike Alice, once having
been here and formed close bonds of
friendship, I cannot help but love this
newfoundland and its people. ■
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